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This is the weekend when most of us are celebrating the founding of our country.  
On July 4th in 1776, the Declaration of Independence was signed, and it made 
some claims that were really unique in human history.  It said that human liberty – 
our freedom – comes from God, and not from governments.  Of course, we know 
that in 1776 they didn’t mean all humans.  We have struggled during most of our 
history to make sure that what we claim to believe does, in fact apply to everyone.  
 
Despite the ways we still can fail to live up to our own stated ideals today, our 
country was established on an extraordinary foundation that needs to be 
preserved and cherished.  We need to remember that.  It’s one thing I hope 
doesn’t get lost in the zeal of some today to “remake” our country into something 
else. 
 
Many of the things that Paul wrote in his letters are apropos for an Independence 
weekend, because the meaning of freedom is an important part of Paul’s theology.  
Paul preached that by the sacrifice of Christ on the cross, God has given us our 
freedom.  We have received the ability to be truly free actors in the world, for both 
bad and good.  But it is freedom with a difference.  Paul presented us with a 
paradox of the Christian faith that being free in its most authentic sense means 
being bound – bound to God, and to each other, in love. 

Paul, of course, recognizes that we humans by nature are inclined to use our 
freedom to satisfy our own needs, “things of the flesh,” as Paul often refers to 
them, instead of following the prompting of the Spirit.  Paul talks in other letters 
about recognizing this tendency in himself -- how he found so often that he 
engaged in the evil he did not want to do, rather than the good that he did want to 
do. 

Paul tells the Galatians today that as Christians, one of the ways we are called to 
show love to one another is to help each other live lives that are pleasing to God.  
Paul said: “Brothers and sisters, if someone is caught in a sin, you who are 
spiritual should restore him gently. But watch yourself, or you also may be 
tempted.  Carry each other's burdens, and in this way you will fulfill the law of 
Christ.”  (Galatians 6:1-2)  

I don’t know about you, but this sounds like a religion many people can really get 
into – identifying and pointing out other people’s faults.  But we must read further, 
because Paul follows this with a profoundly important condition: “If anyone thinks 
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he is something when he is nothing, he deceives himself.  Each one should test 
his own actions. Then he can take pride in himself, without comparing himself to 
somebody else, for each one should carry his own load.” (Galatians 6:3-5)   

Now, perhaps you noticed that Paul seems to be contradicting himself here.  First, 
he tells us to “Carry each other’s burdens.”  But then he says, “Each one should 
carry his own load.”  Which one does he mean?  Do we carry each other’s 
burdens, or just our own?  I want to spend just a minute exploring this, because it’s 
important to understanding Paul’s message. 

This becomes clearer when we look at the Greek text.  When Paul tells us to 
“carry each other’s burdens,” the word he uses literally means a burden in the 
sense of a weight.  He is saying here that we must help each other in our trials.  
We must be there for others when they are having difficulty following in the way of 
Christ.  We must be forgiving of the frailty of others. 

But when he says “each one should carry his own load,” he is using a completely 
different word.  This word has a more figurative meaning.  The best translation in 
this context might be “responsibility,” but even that doesn’t go far enough.  Maybe 
we can understand it better by looking at the only place in the gospels that this 
particular word is used. In Matthew’s gospel, this word, phortion, is translated as 
“yoke.”  There, Christ tells us, “Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I 
am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is 
easy and my burden is light." (Matthew 11:29-30) 

So what Paul is telling us is that we are called to ease each other’s burdens by 
correcting them in love, showing forgiveness, and restoring those who have sinned 
into the community.  But we can do that with integrity only when we have taken 
responsibility for our own baggage – for the state of our own souls.  And, as Paul 
says, we have to do that ourselves.  We help lift up those who are burdened by sin 
only when we have taken the yoke of Christ upon ourselves – when we have been 
as honest and conscientious as we know how about examining our own lives, and 
understanding our own motivations.   

Jesus said essentially the same thing once, less elegantly and less gently, in 
words that will be familiar to all of you.  “You hypocrite, first take the plank out of 
your own eye, and then you will see clearly to remove the speck from your 
brother's eye.” (Matthew 7:5) We’ve all quoted this from time to time.  If I’m to be 
honest, I have to admit that I say that more often about others’ behavior than I do 
about my own.  But, as Paul points out, the idea is that we each should be striving 
to be our best selves, without comparing ourselves to others at all. 

But let’s take a step back and look at the broader point that Paul is making.  It’s 
familiar to just about all of us, too.  “Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A 
person reaps what he sows.”  (Galatians 6:7-8) You all know that Jesus used to 
use images that would have been thoroughly familiar to his audience, and here 
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Paul is doing so as well.  It’s an agricultural metaphor, but its meaning is obvious 
even to those of us who have never picked up a shovel or set foot in a field, isn’t 
it? 

No farmer in his right mind would plant a field with potatoes and expect to harvest 
grapes.  No one who sows pansy seeds in the garden should be surprised when 
there are no tulips.  And when nothing at all is sown, the predictable outcome is 
that nothing at all will grow. 

Today, Paul is speaking mostly about our ultimate goal – how we will spend 
eternity.  Paul’s specific point is that no matter who else sees or knows what kinds 
of seeds we are sowing, God does.  And we will ultimately receive from God the 
kind of reward we deserve.  But you can also see how what we sow impacts our 
lives today.  What Paul is saying about each one carrying his or her load, about 
accepting responsibility, taking upon ourselves the yoke of Christ, will go a long 
way toward determining the kind of communities we will have.  What Paul is 
suggesting is that we need to understand ourselves not only as active moral 
agents in this life, but as people capable of shaping this life, as co-creators with 
God of the kind of world we want to live in.   

The application of Paul’s metaphor to living is as simple as the metaphor itself, 
isn’t it?  The examples are endless.  We can’t sow contempt and expect to reap 
respect.  We can’t sow indifference in our relationships and expect a harvest of 
love.  We can’t sow enmity and gossip in our church and harvest a warm and 
trusting community.  As parents, we can’t sow constant criticism and disapproval 
of our children and reap self-confident and secure adults.  We can’t sow little or 
nothing in our spiritual lives and reap a mature and sustaining faith.  To bring this 
all back to the language of Independence Day, we are free to sow whatever kinds 
of seeds we want.  The “load” that Paul says each of us must carry is the 
responsibility for being aware of what kind of seeds we are sowing, and why we 
are sowing them. 

As we look at the problems in the world today, we may give in to the temptation to 
ask just what difference we can possibly make.  And often, we’re right.  
Sometimes the problems are so big that we can’t really make a huge difference.  
But as we use our freedom to allow God’s Spirit to move in our lives, we find that 
God gives us chances to make a difference – in our families, in our schools, where 
we work, in our communities, in our church. We find that God constantly presents 
us with opportunities to plant seeds – in big ways and in small ways, often in 
unexpected ways – that in time may change hearts, lives, and even institutions. 

Each of us has the power to transform just a little of the world.  Each of us can 
shine a light, or to cast a shadow.  For Paul, changing the world doesn’t mean 
getting stuck down some moralistic rabbit hole, wagging our finger in reproach at 
“all those misguided people.”  It means recognizing our real potential to be agents 
for positive change, while also remembering that we ourselves are always 
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contending with the same weaknesses and less-positive tendencies that everyone 
else is.  Most of all, changing the world means using our God-given freedom to 
attach ourselves ever more strongly, day by day, to the purposes of the man who 
gave his life that so we could discover life’s true meaning. 


